International Population and
PERHAPS the most outstanding fact about public health and vital statistics is that the interests of the workers in this field are related in a unique manner. Public health work is carried on through a chain of city, county, state, national, and international organizations. At each operational stage there is a need for factual data upon which to base program planning and evaluation. But there is one fact which gives public health statisticians a gratifying sense of community of interest. That is, effective work at any one stage contributes to, and, in turn, is dependent upon the work done at the other stages.
Consider for a moment some of the other statistical fields. Consider statistical work in the fields of agriculture, foreign trade, labor, finance, production, transportation,. national income. Is there a single one of these in which the work of an international agency is dependent upon the work of a national agency, which in turn, is dependent upon a state agency, which is also dependent upon city and county work?
In reverse, this chain of dependency means that each unit within a state has an interest in the work of the state, national, and international offices. Each state has a legitimate concern and responsibility in relation to the problems * Presentad before the Vital Statistics Section of the American Public Health Association at the Seventyfifth Annual Meeting in Atlantic City, N. J., October 6, 1947. of national and international collection of data. Each national government has a heavy responsibility to partake in and contribute to those international activities which have the development of world-wide data as their goal.
There is no need to demonstrate here that public health planning should be based on accurate facts, and this is as true for the program planning of international organizations as for others.
The recognition of this need for international population and vital statistics is no new phenomenon. The long and fruitful work of the International Statistical Institute and the League of Nations in this field is proof that, especially in Europe, demographic facts have long been considered essential for international as well as national purposes. In more recent years the needs for demographic data have been strongly expressed among the American nations. The Eighth American Scientific Congress, the XI Pan American Sanitary Conference, the First Pan American Conference on Social Security, and the First Inter-American Demographic Congress are only some of the recent American conferences which adopted resolutions and recommendations calling for improved population and vital statistics.
In view of the ever increasing activities of the national and local governments in statistical work, and the constant efforts of various inter-governmental and professional societies in the [951] field of demographic statistics, it might be well to ask, what new influence or impetus can be added by the United Nations.
To those directly concerned with the compilation or use of vital statistics it is a source of satisfaction that the United Nations took early recognition of the importance of all types of statistics, and particularly of demographic statistics. The Statistical Commission was established with broad terms of reference relating to the collection, improvement, standardization, and dissemination of statistical data in all statistical fields including population and vital statistics. In addition to this, the Economic and Social Council, requiring advice and assistance in matters affecting or affected by population changes, established a Population Commission. This special commission for population is to arrange for studies and advise the council on population changes and policies, interrelationship of economic and social conditions and population trends, migration and other population problems. Corresponding roughly to the interests of these two commissions there have been established in the United Nations Secretariat two units concerned with population matters. One of these is the Population and Vital Statistics Section of the Statistical Office. This section is concerned primarily with problems of collection, improvement, standardization, and distribution of data. The other unit, the Population Division of the Department of Social Affairs, has full responsibility for the analysis of population data and for its interpretation in economic and social terms.
In addition to these offices in the United Nations, several of the Specialized Agencies have interests in various aspects of population and vital statistics. While all of the Specialized Agencies have interests at least in population totals, the World Health Organization, the International Labour Organization, and the Food and Agriculture Organization are concerned with more detailed health and demographic statistics.
The World Health Organization is not yet formally related to the United Nations as a Specialized Agency, and its future plans in this field are not yet fully developed. The scope of its present work consists primarily in a continuation of the statistical work of the Epidemiological Intelligence and Public Health Statistics Service of the League of Nations Health Organization, of the Office International d'Hygiene Publique, and of the Epidemniological Information
Services of UNRRA.
It is obvious that the statistical needs and interest of WHO will be wide in scope and, in the same fields, closely related to the interests of the United Nations and other agencies. Their interests will certainly include morbidity, mortality, birth statistics, general health statistics, epidemiology, population, and other general statistics on conditions affecting health.
The WHO constitution authorizes establishment of statistical services and requires that " Each member shall provide statistical and epidemiological reports in a manner to be determined by the Health Assembly." The constitution gives the Health Assembly authority to adopt regulations concerning " recommendations with respect to diseases, causes of death, and public health practices."
The current statistical publication program of WHO consists of the Weekly Epidemiological Record which is mainly concerned with the incidence of the international quarantinable diseases; the Monthly Epidemiological and Vital Statistics Report which deals with all epidemic diseases and also births, deaths, and infant mortality. An Annual Epidemiological Report is also in preparation. These reports are continuations of earlier League of Nations series.
In addition to statistical information, WHO is obviously concerned with many aspects of statistical technique and organization. An international Committee for the Preparation of the Sixth Decennial Revision of International Lists of Diseases and Causes of Death has been appointed and has drafted a tentative classification. The Statistical Office is represented on this committee by an observer and is co6perating with WHO in obtaining technical comments on the draft classification from national statistical offices. Presumably many other technical problems will also be considered by that organization. There is every reason to expect that the Statistical Office and WHO will continue cooperative efforts for the technical improvement of statistics in the fields in which both are interested. Together, the offices within the United Nations and those of the Specialized Agencies, working in co6peration, form the most extensive international organization ever to be concerned with the problems of population and vital statistics.
The effective utilization of this internati'onal machinery as a new path of progress for demographic statistics depends upon a clarification and a sharpening of our concept of the kinds of data that are needed and the kinds of advances that can be made. The first basic task must be to survey every aspect of the field, to determine precisely what data are needed; which of these are available and which lacking, which are satisfactory and which are most deficient in quality, or precision of definition. Such a study would become a reference point from which to measure progress, and would reveal the problems to be attacked. Without doubt, the first and most basic obligation of the Statistical Office is to assemble a complete file of the most recent and authoritative population figures for every primary political unit in the world. At first glance, the work of compiling such a file seems a simple task, but in addition to the figures themselves, the sources must be given; it must be indicated whether they are de jure or de facto figures; the precise area covered must be known; it must be stated if the figures are enumerated or estimated and if certain classes of the population are excluded; the dates of the year to which the figures relate must be known and it must be determined if and in what manner the most recent figure differs from the previous figures.
Even a superficial survey of the needs for population data of the United Nations, the Specialized Agencies and other organizations which turn to the United Nations for data, shows that a file of simple population totals is merely a beginning. In the field of population, more than one international agency has expressed the need for distributions by sex and age, by marital condition, race, nationality, urban-rural and other characteristics. Data on the labor force are needed by sex and age, occupation, industry and class of worker. A surprising number of agencies require detailed statistics on international migration.
In the related field of vital statistics, birth and death data in considerable detail are basic to analysis of trends of population totals and composition. Touching the more social fields of health and welfare there is demand for infant mortality and cause of death figures, and for marriage and divorce statistics. A central file of information of this type would become a cornerstone of all demographic work of the United Nations and Specialized Agencies. The collection and maintenance of an extensive file of such data for all of the areas of the world is an endless task but is one that must be performed successfully if the United Nations is to serve satisfactorilv the existing and future needs for international statistics.
But even a complete file would fail in As other reliable and current data become available the demographic presentation in the Bulletin will be expanded and improved. It is recognized, however, that some other method for the distribution of current demographic data will have to be devised since up-to-date population figures are required for many more areas than can be shown in the Bulletin. More important as a future medium of distribution for detailed data is the year book of demographic statistics which is now being planned by the United Nations. The preparation of plans for such a year book was requested by the Economic and Social Council at its fourth session on the basis of resolutions of both the Statistical and Population Commissions which recognized the need for extensive demographic data.
The plan for the contents and character of the year book are being made on the assumption that this publication is to be the central international source of demographic data. As such, the year book must serve the purpose of a general source book giving basic data in considerable detail together with accurate and adequate explanatory notes. At the same time, the volume must serve as a reference book containing readily interpretable rates, ratios and comparable data series.
In terms of contents, the year book ultimately will have major sections on population, households and families, labor force, international migration, natality, mortality, morbidity, and mar-riage and divorce. The statistical data presented in the year book will be supplemented by certain technical information such as subject indexes, bibliography of major sources of national official statistics, technical explanations of methods, and footnotes giving details of areas covered, and other information essential for accurate definition of data given.
The development of the year book to the desired high technical level is a work which will require many years. Moreover, the year book must be developed in close accord with other national and international efforts for the improvement of statistical data. While tied to a certain extent to data which are available at present, the year book should also be a positive force encouraging the adoption of standard definitions, methods, and procedures. The year book tables could be progressively modified in order to indicate international agreements which may be reached on classifications, definitions, and related matters.
A second aspect of the program of the Statistical Office in the demographic field relates to the promotion of standard definitions, classifications, and computation methods. A professional audience will not need to be convinced that the first result of an attempt to compile an extensive file of international data will be the discovery that there is great variation in the type and quality of the data compiled by the separate nations. It remains the constant duty of both national and international statisticians to work for the elimination of these differences and for the persistent improvement of quality. The United Nations can play its part in this task by providing a medium through which the national statisticians can work toward agreement on acceptable and practicable standards and methods.
In the population field we still lack agreement on the meaning of " urban-rural "; it remains practically impossible to compile internationally comparable population tables by occupation and industry; the classifications of race, nationality and related terms, adapted as they have been to the individualistic needs of each national census, present an unmanageable heterogeneity when viewed internationally.
In the field of birth statistics, the completeness of registration is not always adequately known or measured, and there are major differences between countries in the definitions and practices which distinguish between live and stillbirths. In this field too, greater uniformity in the detail of cross-classification of births by age of mother and birth order would help in an understanding of the true meaning of rapidly changing birth rates.
Mortality statistics represents one of the most highly developed statistical fields, yet here also there are grave deficiencies and problems. In parts of Asia, Africa, and America, pafticularly, the interpretation of death rates is hazardous because of inadequate levels of registration completeness. The problem of classification of the causes of death in order to obtain international comparability is by no means solved. International effort in this field over more than ninety years has resulted in general agreement on an international classification which is revised decennially to keep pace with medical thinking. But there still is little international uniformity in the theory and practices by which the cause to be tabulated is selected from the intricate syndrome of causes usually present at death and recorded on certificates of death.
Even if the methods of classification were theoretically perfected, the adequate tabulation of causes of death is dependent upon accurate medical certification of these causes, and this in turn is a function of the level of the whole economic and social life of the country. True, these basic factors affecting medical statistics are not within the competence of a statistical office, but there does remain the problem of determining the significance of these differences as they affect international comparisons of mortality statistics.
The infant mortality rate is one of the statistical indices of wide interest and use. Varying enormously between countries, it is often regarded as one of the most sensitive indexes of social welfare. Yet it is perhaps subject to more important differences in compilation than any other measure. It is affected by under-registration in either the numerator or denominator, and by differences in the definition of a live birth, stillbirth, or infant death. And, for current figures especially, there is no uniform procedure for adjusting the infant mortality rate for rapid changes in the birth rate.
In the development of standards two important points should be emphasized. These problems and needs have long been recognized. National and international agencies have struggled with them for decades. The Statistical Office of the United Nations has no panacea to offer. Only that can be accomplished which arises from the requirements and potentialities of the statistical offices in the individual countries. An international agency can do no more than provide a machine by which these responsible agencies can effectively cooperate. A second point is that many of these problems of compilation and standardization are of particular interest to the Specialized Agencies and to the professional societies. In such cases the international agencies must work in cooperation if effective progress is to be made.
A third phase of the future program of the Statistical Office in demographic statistics is one in which a central international agency can be especially helpful to the national statistical offices. This is in the summarization and ex-change of information on the organization, programs, and methods of national statistical offices. This function is illustrated by a recent resolution of the Population and Statistical Commissions regarding national censuses. This resolution requested the Secretariat, in effect, to keep informed on the census plans of member nations and provide for an exchange of informnation on these plans.
It is expected that similar surveys will be made of the sources by which other statistics of the demographic type are collected. Such studies, giving facts about the systems in use, the coverage, methods and definitions, will form a useful base for evaluating the comparability and validity of statistics. Publication of these surveys will give any country access to information on the statistical systems and methods of other countries.
These activities relating to the exchange of information, can potentially develop into one of the most useful functions of the Statistical Office and the other interested international agencies. The fund of information collected can become a source valuable to any national agency wishing information on new census and registration procedures used in other countries, and can initiate a more direct exchange of scientific information between specialists in all parts of the world. An ultimate development could well be that sufficient staff would be available so that expert advice and assistance could be given to nations wishing specialized information on a great variety of operational or theoretical problems.
These various programs are still in the project and planning stages. A large number of international and regional agencies and offices are concerned with problems of population, public health, and vital statistics. There must be a joint effort so that the work of the various offices blend together and the work of each complements and supports the work of the others. If this can be achieved, the future of international vital statistics is bright, and this in turn will have a strong supporting effect on vital statistics work, at the national, state, county, and city stages.
